
ATTACHMENT 1 

Wyoming Sage-Grouse Definitions:  
(Updated 09/15/2011) 
 
The following definitions have been adopted for the purposes of collecting and reporting sage-grouse 
data.  See the sage-grouse chapter of the Wyoming Game and Fish Department’s Handbook of 
Biological Techniques for additional technical details and methods.  
 
Lek - A traditional courtship display area attended by male sage-grouse in or adjacent to sagebrush 
dominated habitat.  A lek is designated based on observations of two or more male sage-grouse 
engaged in courtship displays.  Before adding the suspected lek to the database, it must be confirmed 
by an additional observation made during the appropriate time of day, during the strutting season. 
Sign of strutting activity (tracks, droppings, feathers) can also be used to confirm a suspected lek. 
Sub-dominant males may display on itinerant (temporary) strutting areas during population peaks. 
Such areas usually fail to become established leks.  Therefore, a site where small numbers of males 
(<5) are observed strutting should be confirmed active for two years before adding the site to the lek 
database.  
 
Satellite Lek – A relatively small lek (usually less than 15 males) that develops within about 500 
meters of a large lek during years of relatively high grouse numbers.  Locations of satellite leks 
should be encompassed within lek perimeter boundaries.  Birds counted on satellite leks should be 
added to those counted on the primary lek for reporting purposes.  
 
Lek Perimeter – The outer perimeter of a lek and any associated satellites.  Perimeters should be 
mapped by experienced observers using established protocols for all leks with larger leks receiving 
higher priority.  Perimeters may vary over time as population levels or habitat and weather conditions 
change.  However, changes to mapped perimeters should occur infrequently and only if grouse use 
consistently (2+ years) demonstrates the existing perimeter to be inaccurate.  A point within the lek 
perimeter must be recorded or calculated as the identifying location for the lek.  The point may be the 
geographic center of the perimeter polygon as calculated though a GIS exercise or a GPS point 
reflecting the center of breeding activity as typically witnessed on the lek.  
 
Lek Complex - A lek or group of leks within 2.5 km (1.5 mi) of each other between which male 
sage-grouse may interchange from one day to the next.  
 
Lek Count - A census technique that documents the actual number of male sage-grouse observed 
attending a lek complex.  The following criteria are designed to assure counts are done consistently 
and accurately, enabling valid comparisons to be made among data sets.  Additional technical criteria 
are available from the WGFD.  

i) Conduct lek counts at 7-10 day intervals over a 3-4 week period after the peak of 
mating activity.  Although mating typically peaks in early April in Wyoming, the 
number of males counted on a lek is usually greatest in late April or early May 
when attendance by yearling males increases.  

ii) Conduct lek counts only from the ground.  Aerial counts are not accurate and are 
not comparable to ground counts.  

iii) Conduct counts from ½ hour before sunrise to 1 hour after.  
iv) Count attendance at each lek a minimum of three times annually during the 

breeding season.  



v) Conduct counts only when wind speeds are less than 15 kph (~10 mph) and no 
precipitation is falling.  

• All leks within a complex should be counted on the same morning.  
 
Lek Count Route – A lek route is a census of a group of leks that are relatively close and represent 
part or all of a single breeding population/sub-population.  Leks should be counted on routes to 
facilitate repetition by other observers, increase the likelihood of recording satellite leks, and account 
for shifts in breeding birds if they occur.  Lek routes should be established so that all leks along the 
route can be counted within 1.5 hours following the criteria listed under “Lek Count.”  
 
Lek Survey - Ideally, all sage-grouse leks would be counted annually.  However, some breeding 
habitat is inaccessible during spring because of mud and snow, or the location of a lek is so remote it 
cannot be routinely counted.  In other situations, topography or vegetation may prevent an accurate 
count from any vantage point. In addition, time and budget constraints often limit the number of leks 
that can be visited.  Where lek counts are not feasible for any of these reasons, surveys are the only 
reliable means to monitor population trends.  Lek surveys are designed principally to determine 
whether leks are active or inactive, requiring as few as one visit to a lek.  Obtaining accurate counts 
of the numbers of males attending is not essential.  Lek surveys involve substantially less effort and 
time than lek counts.  They can also be done from a fixed-wing aircraft or helicopter.  Lek surveys 
can be conducted from the initiation of strutting in early March until early-mid May, depending on 
the site and spring weather.  
 
Annual status – Lek status is assessed annually based on the following definitions:  

• Active – Any lek that has been attended by male sage-grouse during the strutting season. 
Acceptable documentation of grouse presence includes observation of birds using the site 
or signs of strutting activity.  

• Inactive – Any lek where sufficient data suggests that there was no strutting activity 
throughout a strutting season.  Absence of strutting grouse during a single visit is 
insufficient documentation to establish that a lek is inactive.  This designation requires 
documentation of either:  (1) an absence of birds on the lek during at least 2 ground 
surveys separated by at least 7 days.  These surveys must be conducted under ideal 
conditions (April 1-May 7), no precipitation, light or no wind, ½ hour before to 1 hour 
after sunrise) or,(2) a ground check of the exact known lek site late in the strutting season 
(after April 15) that fails to find any sign (droppings/feathers) of strutting activity.  Data 
collected by aerial surveys may not be used to designate inactive status.  

• Unknown – Leks for which status as active or inactive has not been documented during 
the course of a strutting season.  Except for those leks not scheduled for checks in a 
particular year, use of this status should be rare.  Leks should be checked with enough 
visits to determine whether it is active or not.  It is better to have two good checks every 
other year and confirm it "inactive" than to check it once every year, not see birds, but 
remain in “unknown” status.  

 
Management status - Based on its annual status, a lek is assigned to one of the following categories 
for management purposes:  

• Occupied lek – A lek that has been active during at least one strutting season within the 
prior ten years.  Occupied leks are protected through prescribed management actions 
during surface disturbing activities.  

 



• Unoccupied lek –There are two types of unoccupied leks, “destroyed” and “abandoned.” 
Unoccupied leks are not protected during surface disturbing activities.  

 
• Destroyed lek – A formerly active lek site and surrounding sagebrush habitat that has 

been destroyed and is no longer suitable for sage-grouse breeding.  A lek site that has 
been strip-mined, paved, converted to cropland or undergone other long-term habitat type 
conversion is considered destroyed.  Destroyed leks are not monitored unless the site has 
been reclaimed to suitable sage-grouse habitat.  
 

• Abandoned lek – A lek in otherwise suitable habitat that has not been active during a 
period of 10 consecutive years.  To be designated abandoned, a lek must be “inactive” 
(see above criteria) in at least four non-consecutive strutting seasons spanning the ten 
years.  The site of an “abandoned” lek should be surveyed at least once every ten years to 
determine whether it has been re-occupied by sage-grouse.  

 
• Undetermined lek – Any lek that has not been documented active in the last ten years, 

but survey information is insufficient to designate the lek as unoccupied.  Undetermined 
leks are not protected through prescribed management actions during surface disturbing 
activities until sufficient documentation is obtained to confirm the lek is occupied.  Use 
of this status should be rare (see “unknown” above).  

 
Winter Concentration Area - During winter, sage-grouse feed almost exclusively on sagebrush 
leaves and buds.  Suitable winter habitat requires sagebrush above snow.  Sage-grouse tend to select 
wintering sites where sagebrush is 10-14 inches above the snow.  Sagebrush canopy cover utilized by 
sage-grouse above the snow may range from 10 to 30 percent.  Foraging areas tend to be on flat to 
generally southwest facing slopes or on ridges where sagebrush height may be less than 10 inches but 
the snow is routinely blown clear by wind.  When these conditions are met, sage-grouse typically 
gain weight over winter.  In most cases winter is not considered limiting to sage-grouse.  Under 
severe winter conditions grouse will often be restricted to tall stands of sagebrush often located on 
deeper soils in or near drainage basins.  Under these conditions winter habitat may be limiting.  On a 
landscape scale, winter habitats should allow sage-grouse access to sagebrush under all snow 
conditions. 
 
Large numbers of sage-grouse have been documented to persistently use some specific areas which 
are characterized by the habitat features outlined above.  These areas should be delineated as “winter 
concentration areas.”  Winter concentration areas do not include all winter habitats used by sage-
grouse, nor are they limited to narrowly defined “severe winter relief” habitats.  Delineation of these 
concentration areas is based on determination of the presence of winter habitat characteristics 
confirmed by repeated observations and sign of large numbers of sage-grouse.  The definition of 
“large” is dependent on whether the overall population is large or small.  In core population areas 
frequent observations of groups of 50+ sage-grouse meet the definition while in marginal populations 
group size may be 25+.  Consultation and coordination with the WGFD is required when delineating 
winter concentration areas. 
 
 
 
 
 



The following simplified definitions are derived from the Governor’s EO 2011-5 and the WAFWA 
– Sage-Grouse Habitat Assessment Framework 
 
Suitable Sage-Grouse Habitat (Wyoming Executive Order) – is within the mapped occupied 
range of the species and maintains greater than 5 percent canopy sagebrush cover or sagebrush 
escape cover (i.e., >10% canopy) is within 60 meters of wet meadow, alfalfa or other suitable forbs 
areas.  Areas below the 5 percent sagebrush canopy cover, and outside of the wet meadow example, 
would be considered “unsuitable” for greater sage-grouse. 
 
Suitable Habitat (Habitat Assessment Framework or HAF) – is categorized in multiple quality-
based descriptions, including marginal and suitable.  

- Marginal habitats are described as maintaining 5 to 15 percent sagebrush canopy cover. 
- Suitable habitats are described as maintaining 15 to 25 percent sagebrush canopy cover. 

 
Where sagebrush canopy covers would be above or below these percentages, the habitat would be 
categorized as “unsuitable”. 
 
The following definitions are derived from the EPA habitat evaluation guidance (US EPA 1993): 
 
Habitat Destruction (Loss/Conversion) – The ultimate form of a habitat impact.  The destruction of 
a natural ecosystem through its conversion to another land use.  In each conversion, the original 
natural characteristics of the land are eliminated, while the associated habitat values are modified to 
varying degrees. 
  
Habitat Fragmentation (Breakdown Partitioning) – A form of habitat impact which often only 
destroys part of a habitat, leaving other portions of the habitat intact.  Depending on the scale of 
concern, many instances of local habitat destruction are better thought of as habitat fragmentation, or 
partitioning.  Such fragmentation can be the principal cause of loss of “area-sensitive” species (e.g., 
grizzly bears, sage-grouse, etc.), and is the most serious threat to biological diversity. 
 


